It is widely held that the English eighteenth-century novel is an Enlightenment project, a rendering in prose narrative of the world as it really is, guided by reason and influenced by other contemporary investigations of actuality, among them the development of probability theory. In this learned and lucid book, Jesse Molesworth lays out reasons to doubt this comfortable belief; his findings have implications far beyond the eighteenth century.
From Blaise Pascal in the early seventeenth century to Abraham De Moivre in the early eighteenth, mathematicians worked out the theory of probability, progressively showing the larger regularities that underlie the randomness of life. Their methods found practical application in such matters as the pricing of annuities and the selling of life insurance. Thus the universe became a little less mysterious as rational calculations of risk displaced surrender to the inscrutable will of God. It became harder to discern special providence in the fall of a sparrow when one was aware that sparrows, like human beings, have calculable life expectancy. But while eighteenth-century men of business adopted probability theory in the counting-house, there is ample reason to think that they left it there after working hours.
Molesworth's first section, "Chance, Plot, Magic, " opens with the English national lottery, an extremely lucrative institution that began in 1694. Since rational probabilists do not waste money on lottery tickets, its success is in itself cautionary. But stories about lottery ticket buyers are even more revealing, since they focus not on the typical case-ticket buyer wins no prize-but on the highly atypical case, the lucky winner. Readers' interest in the winner is intimately connected with the fantasies of winning the grand prize that impel people to buy tickets in the first place. Readers in the early eighteenth century wanted what Ian Watt defined as formal realism in their fiction. They wanted to read about people like themselves in surroundings like their own (typical cases), but-an important refinement of Watt's theory-they wanted plots based on atypical cases: the story of one heroically virtuous Pamela, not the story of one of ten thousand ruined Molls and Bets. Formal realism combines with highly atypical plots to facilitate fantasizing for middle-class readers.
The second section, "Epistemologies of the Eighteenth-Century Novel, " presents readings that illustrate resistance to probability theory and typicality. In Daniel Defoe's Journal of the Plague Year the narrator critiques de livres H.F. establishes repeatedly that the probability of becoming infected rises with exposure, so that flight is the only rational course of action, but he stays in London for the duration. He beats the odds, and so has an interesting tale to tell; had he not accepted the risks he denounces as overwhelming, the book would not exist. Defoe's Roxana comes to an awkward end when the protagonist's daughter enters the story and turns out to be potentially more exceptional and thus more interesting than her mother. The daughter is obscurely eliminated, but the narrative has been compromised and cannot be resumed.
The best-known application of the mathematics of probability to practical affairs in the period was Edmond Hoyle's Short Treatise on the Game of Whist (1742). Hoyle supposes that you hold certain cards and instructs you how to play these cards in order to minimize risk and maximize potential advantage. Henry Fielding's introductory chapters in Tom Jones resemble Hoyle's instructions: the characters are the cards that must be played in a certain order for the game to reach the desired conclusion, and the narrator explains to the reader the rules he is playing by as he proceeds. Like a deck of cards, the plot is a closed system that depends on each character behaving in a consistent manner. But even as Hoyle's little book went through edition after edition in the 1740s, a very different approach to reality was being promoted by David Hume's attack on inductive reasoning, especially in his Essays Concerning Human Understanding (1748), of which Fielding owned a copy.
Molesworth explains the feelings of dissatisfaction that Amelia has evoked since its appearance in 1751 by reading it as a "Humean fiction, " one in which the assumptions about causation on which plot is based are rejected, while the narrative retains the outward semblance of plottedness. The result is that the novel seems weak in structure and therefore ambivalent or vague in meaning, and at various points in the action events occur that strike the reader as "coincidences" in the pejorative sense. Fielding's effort to move from the highly artificial construction of Tom Jones to a fiction that more nearly approximates actual experience has taken him to an unsatisfactory halfway house. Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy, on the other hand, successfully embraces a Humean view of the world. Here the inadequacies and irrelevancies of the characters are mirrored in the false starts and gaps and broken promises of the narrative itself. Tristram falls steadily behind in his attempt to tell his own story, and finally abandons it in favour of an anecdote about his uncle Toby's failure to propose to Mrs Wadman; time itself shifts backward in this comprehensive denial of conventional narrative and its inductive assumptions.
The third major section, "The Return of Coincidence, " reminds us that in the later eighteenth century various forms of irrational belief reviews gained a new popularity, in particular, cartomancy based on the tarot pack. Tarot's attraction, Molesworth argues, "lies in its conception of human experience as a series of hinge points, or plot nodes" (221), in other words, the seduction of narrative. This turn away from rationality Molesworth relates to a growing sense that the world is becoming too large, too much driven by impersonal forces, and a compensatory longing for a smaller world in which everybody has some relationship to everybody else. Horace Walpole's Castle of Otranto cannily anticipated this feeling and recounts a series of abrupt discoveries of relatedness. This is a useful way to read Ann Radcliffe's novels, in which rational activity is repeatedly trumped by what appears to be chance, but in the end turns out to be Divine Providence. The popular novels of the 1790s return the reader to a new version of the magical universe that probability theory ought to have invalidated. In William Bradford's Of Plymouth Plantation (1630-50), the servants John Howland and William Butten receive brief but telling mentions that serve to punctuate the extremes of indentured servitude in America. Howland, whose life is saved after he is thrown from the Mayflower, becomes in time a wealthy member of the church. In con trast, Butten was briefly mentioned as the only passenger death of the Mayflower, and a minor one at that. These two figures, one lost in the literal brine of history, and the other, the great populator (eighty-eight grandchildren) and lifeblood of the Boston Brahmins, show the promise of wealth and social position and the stark reality of indentured servitude in the New World.
Dennis Todd examines the figural and literal meanings of the inden tured servant in Daniel Defoe's novels Robinson Crusoe, Colonel Jack, and Moll Flanders. Todd flips between the spiritual dimension of the indentured servant's life of imposed discipline, hard work, and persistence and the shifting meaning of the servant within "the social, legal, and economic realities of the New World" (13). Todd's view of these two seemingly oppositional approaches as two sides of the same coin makes this work a rich examination of Defoe's belief in the
